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 The title comes of a play produced on stage in New York in 1962 and then in London in 1964 before becoming the film starring Richard Burton and Elizabeth Taylor in 1966. Albee’s play, with its intriguing title, provoked talk and controversy even before the play opened. How indeed did Mr. Albee dare poke fun at the late English novelist, who, on both sides of the Atlantic, was one of the greatest of this century?” 

 Virginia Woolf, it seems, had herself become a “sacred cow”. 

 Albee’s sarcasm thus signals a significant aspect of Woolf’s iconicity at the time the play appeared, very different from her iconization by feminists during the 1970s. VW had already become a sign, whose cultural significance, although complex and ambivalent, is clear, strong. 

 The way I read it - the question who is afraid of VW? - leads in two different directions: one puts VW and the fear she evokes on the side of high culture, a high culture that is either cheekily defied or dangerously appropriated, depending on your point of view. The other associates the fear elicited by VW with fear of feminism, and hence with fear of dominant women and of gender blurring. 

 VW is no longer simply an avantgard woman of letters, she is a feminist, she is a lesbian... She is a woman who did not devote herself to reproduction. A woman who in fact preferred being a writer to being a mother. 

 The conjunction of Medusa, Sphinx, and Virginia Woolf moves us to recognize the dominant affect at work in the response to Virginia Woolf in later years, when she became a cult figure for all those women who felt they had to resist, or deconstruct the patriarchal system of values. Women who identified with Medusa or the Sphinx more easily than with Mary, the Virgin Mary. 

 Here again VW played a central role, being one of the few women writers who did not dismiss the question of sexual difference as irrelevant to their art. Many women artists - I am thinking of writers like Marguerite Yourcenar, Isak Dinesen - would really mind being called women artists, being reminded that yes, they were artists, but they were women, with a special sensibility, a different approach to reality. On the contrary, with 

absolute honesty and generosity, VW never considered the problem to be beneath her.
